administrative work in the Faculty of Arts and Social and Management Sciences because we were supposed to start and build a bilingual degree in the Performing Arts and Cinematography but we don't have students. What we do have is English and Journalism. The university is suffering from a shortage of students. The Presbyterian Church thought it might be a problem of leadership, so they changed the Rector and Registrar this January. We have a new Vice-Chancellor, Professor Vincent Titanji, who retired from the University of Buea and the new Registrar is Professor Vincent Tanya. The new Vice-Chancellor issued an announcement for the admission of students for this spring semester that is supposed to begin on the 31 st of March.
Knowing your track record, Cameroon Christian University is lucky to have you.
I think they are lucky because if they didn't really want me-I've been absent for practically four months for health reasons-and were they not very kind people they would have kicked me out. They call every now and again, send messages, and the chaplain when leading prayers always asks the congregation to pray for me, so I think they are really concerned.
They know that in you they have a gem that will help move this new university forward.
We are all praying that you get well soon.
Things are improving, otherwise I wouldn't be able to sit here and talk with you or hold this conversation.
The colonial era In the colonial era, Anglophone Cameroon literature was always yoked to what was happening in Nigeria and never seen as a literature that stood on its own. What are your thoughts about the situation then?
Yes, they were published in a volume. At that time, there were very few writers but at least those few were writing. And don't forget that the Igbo presence in the Southern Cameroons intimidated Cameroonians from writing.
In what way?
Back then, a woman would go to the market to buy, say, a piece of cloth but before she can ask "how much," the vendor would cut the piece, throw it at her and say, "pay this amount of money." These things happened very often in Mankon Market in Bamenda, North West Region, where you were just coming from. The market used to be at the Police Station in Old Town and these things were mostly happening there. And then of course the Igbos also inundated the market with their Onitsha Market literature with titles like Veronica My Love and so on. When anglophone Cameroonians at that time read those things they thought that was the summit of literature and felt they were not even qualified to do that kind of work. Above all, it was the problem of publishing. There were no publishers in Cameroon. Even after independence, the few publishers who started publishing like Buma Kor abandoned it along the way, so in effect, most of the people who published after independence were mostly self-published. It's only these days-I know we are going to come to that later on-it's only these days that I can say, the literature is blooming. There's a lot happening now. One month can't go by without a new publication by an anglophone on the market. They did, in a way. Especially, the Basel Mission. The Basel Mission, which is today the Presbyterian Church in Cameroon, encouraged a lot of indigenous literature, especially in the Duala language and Mungaka. At least those are the ones I know of in the Southern Cameroons. If you went to school in the South West Province, which at the time was called Victoria Province, for the first two or three years of your primary education, you were were taught in the Duala language but in the North West Province, which at the time was called Bamenda Province, 2 you were taught in Mungaka. There were also languages such as Kom, Lamso, in which the children were also encouraged to start school. It's only when they got into higher classes like Standard One and Standard Two that they started learning in English. And then of course the missionaries translated some stories from the Bible into local languages which they then read or taught to the people in church and that is how Christianity was actually implanted in those two regions. For the Catholics, it is in Kom and Banso that Christianity took root, whereas in Bali and most of the South West Province, it was the Basel church. You can see that divide.
Francophone Cameroon had mission-sponsored publishers like Les Éditions CLE, did Anglophone Cameroon have its equivalent?
No. I'll tell you a very interesting story. I started my career as a writer by selfpublishing. When I had established myself as a good playwright, I went to Éditions CLE here and the person running it at the time-he was from Burundi or Rwandatold me, "No. You anglophones, you go to East Africa for publishing. That's where your own publishing house is. The equivalent of Éditions CLE is in East Africa." "You want me to leave now and go to East Africa?" I asked. In any case, before he left CLE, I had convinced him that it was important. I brought evidence to show him that there were a lot of anglophones writing and that they were interested in being published by Éditions CLE. The next director who took over started publishing anglophones. There are quite a handful of anglophones who have now been published by CLE, although sometimes CLE charges a publication fee. Even today, they still go across and visit their relatives in Nigeria and the Nigerians still come across and visit them and with the current Boko Haram crisis, there are more than 30 000 Nigerian refugees living across the border in Cameroon in refugee camps.
Francophones had CLE and the French ran essay and literary contests in

The years after independence Did things change in the early years of independence for Anglophone Cameroon writing? The decades of the sixties through the eighties.
There was a change because people became conscious of the fact that there was a missing entity. People like Professor Fonlon, Sankie Maimo; the creation of Cameroon Tribune, and so on. Cameroonians started writing in the newspapers, especially Cameroon Tribune, and Fonlon tried to justify why anglophones were not writing literature. He published an article in Cameroon Tribune and Sankie Maimo, who comes from Banso like Fonlon, said, "Bernard Fonlon missed his spear at the first throw." That started a ferocious argument and debates in Cameroon Tribune between those who were for Fonlon's and those who were for Sankie Maimo's point of view. Sankie Maimo stuck to his guns and was the first person to disagree with the fact that anglophones were not writing but pointed instead to a lack of publishing opportunities. He said he first published I'm Vindicated in Nigeria with Ibadan University Press, then self-published Adventures with Jaja, then came back to Cameroon and couldn't find a publisher for the other titles he had written. At that time, I was already teaching in the Department of African Literature so I decided with Nalova Lyonga, who is today the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Buea, to do some research in that area. We actually discovered that a lot of Cameroonians were writing. An awful lot. We discovered people like the late Takere Messack who wrote a lot of poetry and after we mentioned him in the papers, he started publishing and published 5 or 6 volumes of Kingfisher Poetry. We also discovered there were many people writing but who weren't getting published, so we wrote the article in ABBIA titled "Cameroon Anglophone Literature: An Appraisal" 3 which people read and some reacted to by self-publishing. I, for one, decided to publish some of the things that I had been writing. You were there when we created the literary magazine at the university.
The Mould.
We met every Sunday and read whatever we had written during the week and people criticized the work and we went back and improved it and published it in The Mould. The nineties came just to add to what the anglophones had been waiting for because in the era when Ahidjo was in power, he said he didn't want any opposition, so everyone was very weary, very careful about what they were doing. Paul Biya came to power in 1982 [November 6] and said he stood for "democratization" and "liberalization." This opened the floodgates of criticism and writing and a flood of newspapers. Lots of new newspaper titles. Paul Biya said we were now in the age of democracy and liberty and when Gorbachev also opened up the Soviet Union that was a signal that the world was now in turmoil.
Indeed. That led to the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Ahidjo was gone and Paul Biya was talking about democracy and liberalization, rigor and moralization; people started writing and pointing out things that were going wrong but the real high point was the launching of the SDF party in Bamenda, against all odds, on May 26, 1990. People got killed. The Chairman of the SDF, John Fru Ndi, stuck to his guts. Some university people were involved like Professor Siga Asanga who became the Secretary of the SDF party. There were many intellectuals who got interested in the launching of this new party and this opened up other areas of contestation. We began to question why Biya kept talking about democratization, about rigor and moralization, and yet was blocking democracy. I am sure Paul Biya was thinking about what to do about it and finally said that people should be ready for competition even in his CPDM party. He then enacted the Liberty Laws in December 1990. They started encouraging multi-candidates for offices in the CPDM. You could have a slate of three, four candidates in a constituency and the winner would go on to parliament. That's how it all started. And at this time, many newspapers started addressing "the Anglophone Problem." In effect, it was only in Paul Biya's era that this Anglophone Problem drew more critical attention because in 1984, just barely two years after he became president, he went to parliament and passed a law changing the name of the country from United Republic of Cameroon to La République du Cameroun. He had a crushing majority in the National Assembly-there was no opposition party then-and he got the MPs to change the name from La République Unie du Cameroun to La République du Cameroun. Anglophones felt he had just reverted to the French colonial legacy and now saw themselves as a colony of La République. That's the basis for anglophone contestation up till today. Paul Biya has never said a word about the Anglophone Problem. Never. Never. He just ignores the problem and thinks that it is going to go away. I don't think it-anglophones seeing themselves as colonized by francophones; as a colony of Francophone Cameroon-will ever go away because the more he doesn't talk about it, the more it festers, though sometimes it seems anglophones are also tired of talking about it.
Was the All Anglophone Conference (ACC) in 1993 a culmination of all the anger that anglophones had been feeling about La République?
Yes, it was.
It was the first time that something that big organized by anglophones actually took place.
Foncha was there, Muna was there; every important anglophone political figure was there because that was the culmination of all the anger of anglophones. AAC II followed 2 years later. After AAC I in Buea, Paul Biya started sending his secret agents everywhere, trying to discourage people; bribing them, and giving them posts. That's also when the phenomenon of "homecoming" began. When you are appointed to a post, you go back to your village, you throw a party and thank Paul Biya.
And the people eat, drink, and then send Motions de Soutien to Paul Biya.
Yes, it was also at that time that this "Motions of Support" thing started because anglophones thought they were being compensated for something and then francophones took it over and started doing their own "Homecomings."
I never knew this started with anglophones who were bought into the system. Yes, they were coopted by the system and they celebrated it.
Two days ago, I was watching news broadcasts marking CPDM's 25 th anniversary celebrations and I learned that the name CPDM was coined by anglophones and francophones simply translated it into French as Rassemblement démocratique du peuple Camerounais (RDPC). Biya went to Bamenda "to launch" a new party and didn't have a name for it!
He didn't even have a new party. It was there that he created the whole thing. The people said to him: You see what Ahidjo almost did to you, you have to take this thing in hand. 5 You can't start off with the old name. You need a new name. And they came up with Cameroon Peoples' Democratic Movement. Foncha insisted the name had to have the term "democracy" in it. He insisted they were evolving and a name like CNU (Cameroon National Union) wouldn't do. There had to be democracy somewhere in the new party's name.
Are there writers who have been influenced by the secessionist angst or movement; writers whose works personify the secessionist struggle for Anglophone Cameroon independence?
The one major writer who insists on secession is the late Bate Besong. Bate Besong carries anglophone-ness in him. He insists that the anglophones don't have a place in La République in his works: Beasts of No Nation, Requiem for the Last Kaiser, The Horrible Death of the Talkative Zombie. He actually mentions Muna by name in Zombie. There are a few others expressing this angst, especially in poetry; people like Emmanuel Doh. Some of these writers have cited the secessionist movement and the persecution of anglophones as a reason to request political refugee status in America. Of course, some people go there with trumped-up photographs and hire lawyers because of this state of things. In fact, I remember once when I was visiting the US, I had a six or seven-week workshop/seminar in New York and I talked about my play The Survivors. "Are you not afraid of going back to Cameroon?" I was asked repeatedly. I replied that Cameroon is my country. "Why should I be afraid to go back?" I asked. "When you write such things will they not kill you?" they insisted. "What if they kill me? I would not be the first person they have killed," I replied. You cannot run away from your own country because people are threatening to kill you. If what I am writing is the truth, they'd know that they are killing me for the truth.
People were excited about this new wave of freedom of expression. How long did that last?
It was an inflated balloon. If you ask anybody now about Biya, even those who are singing his praises in CPDM, they all know deep within themselves that Biya has failed; woefully. A very simple example: he goes and declares war on Boko Haram in France, not in his own country. He comes back, he is fighting the war and isn't making any headway. How Chad joins the war, we have no clue. The Chadian president came here for a visit; he visited the soldiers in the hospital right here in Yaoundé but Paul Biya hasn't taken time to go up north to visit the soldiers to find out how they are fighting, how they are doing. He is not a serious person.
And people are contributing money. I saw an item on a television news ticker that said the elites of the North West Region have contributed 80 million francs towards the war effort against Boko Haram. I was shocked.
Those are CPDM people. If you don't contribute, how are you protecting your post? I haven't contributed anything. They didn't come to me because they know I'm not a CPDM person. But if they know that you are a CPDM man they will come to you.
But there's no accountability. No one is actually going to find out what has happened with this money. When was the last time we had something like this… When Achidi Achu was Prime Minister…?
The 1994 FIFA World Cup in America. The "Coup de Coeur" contributions.
No one knows what happened with the money that was contributed then.
When I asked Augustin Konchu [then Minister of Culture] about the money, he said, A l'heure actuelle où je vous parle l'argent se trouve entre Paris et les Etats Unis (Right now as I am speaking to you, the money is somewhere between Paris and the United States), and that was the end of it. So what is being contributed right now will end up the same way.
Somewhere between Yaoundé and north Cameroon.
They put baskets in the shopping mall and ask people to drop in them what they can afford. Who would say anything if you carry the basket to your house?
On censorship Censorship got worse in the mid-90s after Biya's freedom of expression balloon deflated. How were writers affected? I remember your open letter, "I Refuse to be Lapiroed."
When I wrote that letter, I was even surprised that some intellectuals were discouraging me from publishing it. When I finished typing the letter on my typewriter and was leaving the university, the first person I met was my late friend, Hansel Ndumbe Eyoh. I gave it to him. He read it and said, "Bole I would advise that you don't publish that." I asked why not and he said, "No, it's not good. It's very critical and so on and so forth." I left and went to the Cameroon Post office at Melen where I dropped off my first copy. I made photocopies and started distributing it. That's how it went around like wildfire. After the 1984 attempted coup d'état, I was called to the judicial police station where I was held for six hours and they kept asking me questions; asking whether I wrote this letter with Gorji Dinka? I said, "I don't know Dinka. I hear he is a very famous lawyer. I am just a university lecturer. I don't see how a famous lawyer will come to me and ask me to write a simple letter like this one." I told them anyone could have written the letter; that they had no reason to bring me in and to keep asking me whether I wrote the letter with Gorji Dinka. Another example is when I directed Bate Besong's play, Beasts of No Nation which we performed at the university on the 26 th of March-World Theater Day. It was very successful. There were more than 1000 people in the Amphi 700. Bate Besong was also there. The University of Yaoundé also sent a delegation to come and watch what was happening. At the end of the play, the representatives of the administration left in anger and went and wrote a stinking report against me claiming I had taken Bate Besong's play and put things in it against Paul Biya, and so forth.
Clearly, they had not read the play… Not that that mattered.
Do they read? … They watched the play. They didn't read it. I was expecting to be expelled from the university. It didn't happen.
So, in the mid-1990s, intellectuals were slowly being hemmed in and censorship became part and parcel of their lives. Is it different now? Are there new forms of censorship? Has there been a shift in the ways in which writers and intellectuals are being marginalized and how does this affect writing in the 2000s?
Censorship these days is very covert in the sense that they give you a semblance of free speech, especially on the radio. If you listen to some radio programs, even those done by public or official journalists on programs like "Cameroon Calling," "Morning Safari," "CRTV t'accompagne," you will not believe this is public media. It's only when you listen to people like Tchiroma and Peter Essoka that you know that they are not happy with what is happening because Peter Essoka would not hesitate to clamp down on a newspaper. They control the media-TV, newspapers, radio-and when you go out of step, they call you back to order and if you don't respect their demands, they suspend you. It has happened many times. And there is a law now that takes things even further. It states that if you publish information which your victim deems incorrect, they can sue you.
For defamation?
For defamation, yes. And many journalists have been sued and they end up going to jail or paying fines. That's why I call it covert. We are also self-censoring. When you write something, you read it to yourself and ask yourself, should I or shouldn't I send this out? That's the new face of censorship.
Does the media contribute to the production and distribution of Anglophone Cameroon writing today? You talked earlier about the debates that Fonlon and Sankie Maimo had in Cameroon Tribune. Are any such debates held today?
Very little. What's happening is that people do write-ups. If there is a new publication, people do a write-up or go to the radio or appear on TV programs like "Monday Show" or "Morning Safari" where they talk about their new publication otherwise there isn't much going on. Even the plays that used to be performed… I keep asking the young people who are still at the university and those I mentored in the area of performance-and we used to fill Amphi 700 with people-why they are only interested in making money. They scoff at this question saying you can't make money from theatre performances. If you spend money on rehearsals how much money can you get from the performance? That's the problem we are facing now. There are very few performances. If you see any of them doing performances it is because there is a bit of money in it otherwise, they don't bother. It's good that I've retired. It's no longer my business.
The gold standard you set has now fallen very low.
Which is very very unfortunate. I coopted them because I thought I was teaching them something. We would go out on workshops to villages in the North West Province and as far north as Pus in the Far North Province.
"Theater and Development" was very popular. I wasn't in Cameroon but I used to hear a lot about it.
Today, it is rare to have a seminar even here at the Hilton that will not end with a sketch. Very rare. The organizers of the seminar pay those who do the sketches for them to perform. It's very discouraging. I keep asking myself whether all the work that I did was wasted.
It wasn't. Let's hope there is a resurgence.
They are moving more and more into television, film, video. That's where the exci-'s where the excitement is. Everyone wants to make a film.
Do they think that's where the money will be?
They hope. But even when they do make movies or videos, they cannot get much out of it since the distribution is so poor.
Money dictates or has an impact on viewership and readership. Publishers want to publish certain stories that can sell; the video market seems to be going in the same direction.
In Cameroon today, the only thing that publishers are willing to publish is something that gets into the school program-textbooks.
That means when it comes to the publishing industry, all we have left are publishers like Langaa.
Langaa Publishing… I sent a number of my plays to the people at Langaa, one of whom I know personally. Nyamjoh wanted to publish some of them and when I got to know from other colleagues who had been published by them how Langaa operated, I told him that I didn't want to be published anymore. But on looking through their website the other day, I saw they've published a collection of some of my plays titled Dance of the Vampires and Six Other Plays without my permission. I haven't yet received any copies from Langaa.
How does that happen? If they can do this to you; a renowned writer…
Most of the people that I know here that they have published, like Epie Alobwede, were not given a contract; nothing. They give you two copies of the book and if you want more, you pay for them.
Do authors pay Langaa to publish?
No, they don't pay.
It seems they just print the books. Their books are sometimes in need of editing.
Indeed. They are a printing press. And they are operating like that in America. The only thing that I get from America is from Alexander Press. They have all my plays. Every year, they send me a check, at least every six months. At least, they are consistent. But when someone takes six of your plays and publishes them and you don't get anything; you don't even have a copy of the book… By the way, I acciden-'t get anything; you don't even have a copy of the book… By the way, I accidentally found out about the publication because one of my students was working on my plays. I'm not the supervisor but when I looked through his bibliography I saw the book listed and I asked him where he got it. "It's in the market," he said. "Which market?" I asked. He said he got it from Langaa Press. I should have mentioned your name first and your published work.
The 2000s
How are anglophone women writers doing?
No, they are doing very well. Although some of them write carelessly but most are doing really well.
This conversation has been a personal joy for me. I can't thank you enough for doing this.
No, I can't thank you enough for thinking about me and not some other person.
You are after all the father of modern Anglophone Cameroon literature! You are the tree that has sprouted so many branches.
